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Introduction 
 Advocacy and support for comics in classrooms and school libraries continue to 
gain momentum. Research studies and professional publications offer examples and 
espouse the benefits of using graphic novels to engage and meet the needs of a diverse 
group of learners. Among various promotions by professional organizations, YALSA, 
since 2007, has published an annual list of “Great Graphic Novels” for youths ages 12-18 
and School Library Journal maintains a blog dedicated to comics, Good Comics for Kids. 
Multiple streaming on-demand panels offered during San Diego Comic Con 2020 
(“Comic-Con@Home”) specifically addressed challenges, tips, and opportunities for 
incorporating comics and graphic novels into the curriculum (San Diego Comic Con, 
n.d.).  
 The plethora of opportunities for professional development on comic books and 
graphic novels raises questions of what actually is happening within the school library 
and how relevant graphic novels are to school librarians. This research study sought a 
deeper understanding of how librarians perceive the relationship between graphic novels 
and the mission of the school library, specifically how librarians encourage or discourage 
the use of graphic novels in their collection management and in their practice. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with librarians in middle schools with graphic 
novel collections of varying strength who work within one American public school 
system; the interview transcripts were then examined using qualitative content analysis to 
identify common themes and points of departure. Findings from this study hold relevance
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The Mission of School Libraries and School Librarians 
The school library serves as an integral part of the school’s learning community. 
While school libraries vary in size, shape, offerings, and staffing, they are united in their 
mission to “[offer] learning services, books and resources that enable all members of the 
school community to become critical thinkers and effective users of information in all 
formats and media” (International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, 
2019). They are learner-centered, preparing members of the school community to interact 
with information in a variety of ways. While primarily oriented towards students and 
teachers, school libraries have numerous stakeholders, including school administrators 
and other staff, students’ parents and families, and members of the local community 
(International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, 2015, pp. 23, 28; 
Turner, 2006, p. 61).  
Together, school librarians and administrators communicate the school library’s 
mission and methods for its implementation, which may include formal documentation. 
These documents generally include a mission statement and a collection development 
and/or management policy. Capturing the current values and future orientation of the 
school library, the mission statement summarizes the library policy and its aspirations 
(Turner, 2006, p. 61). The ideal mission statement reflects the schools “character, 
priorities, and curriculum goals,” conveying a strong relationship between the school
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library and the school (Keeling, 2013, p. 31). Similarly, the collection management 
policy statement defines the scope and contents of the collection in the context of an 
express purpose (International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, 2015, 
p. 33). 
School librarians are the stewards of the school library’s mission. In order to 
achieve its fulfillment in their school’s environment, they perform multiple roles: 
“instruction, reading and literacy development, school library management, collaboration 
with teaching staff, and engagement with the educational community” (International 
Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, 2015, pp. 25-26).  The role of 
reading and literacy development, in particular, equips learners with skills to process 
information across diverse formats and media. To ensure that learners’ informational 
needs, both personal and those dictated by the curriculum, are met, instruction must 
employ a pedagogy of multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996). Librarians engage 
adolescent and young adults as readers through the promotion of “nontraditional” texts, 
including comic books and graphic novels, in the school library (Public Schools of North 
Carolina, 2005, p. 43).  The American Association of School Librarians’ Common 
Beliefs underscores the foundational nature of reading skills: “Reading is the core of 
personal and academic competency” (n.d.; italics added). School librarians promote 
literacy development to enable students to achieve diverse personal and academic goals 





Graphic Novels/Comic Books/Etc. and Literacy Development 
 Graphic novels (and comic books and other related materials) are a resource 
well-suited to meet the needs of twenty-first century learners. For students to be 
effective users of information, in whatever way, shape, or form it may take, it is 
critical that they develop multiple literacies. As a multimodal format, graphic novels 
engage readers both verbally and visually. They integrate text and sequential art, “a 
related series of images ordered in a sequence so as to create a narrative”  (Karp, 
2012, p. 3). Lyga & Lyga (2004) argue that reading graphic novels teaches students 
“to analyze the media-driven messages” surrounding them on a daily basis (p. 9). 
Readers must identify how textual and visual elements work together to set the 
mood, convey events and characterization, and establish a narrative. While graphic 
novels can pair with a variety of subjects, Schwarz (2002) affirms a particular 
connection between graphic novels and social justice issues: “An important benefit 
of graphic novels is that they present alternative views of culture, history, and human 
life in general in accessible ways, giving voice to minorities and those with diverse 
viewpoints” (p. 284). Graphic novels, therefore, provide opportunities for instruction 
in media and critical literacy. 
Both traditional print literacy and visual literacy are required in order to 
comprehend the format. Elaborating on the analytical skills required of graphic novel 
readers, Jaffe & Hurwich (2018) affirm: “Not only must readers integrate the given 
text, image, and panel design, they must also construct, synthesize, and comprehend 
what isn’t given” (p. 15). Readers must think critically and creatively to fill in the 
gaps, or gutters, between each panel, establishing a partnership with the comic 
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creators to make meaning of the story (McCloud, 1994; Hammond, 2012; Sturm, 
2013; Comic-Con International, 2020). To create a logical narrative, Elsner et al. 
(2013) assert, requires readers to apply their “personal knowledge of the world and 
their experiences” (66).  
Even with an arguably more-demanding reading process, graphic novels 
engage struggling and reluctant readers across a variety of ages. Comic books 
capture students’ interests, through stories about popular characters or the format 
itself, and function as a tool for increasing motivation to read (Edwards, 2009; Jaffe 
& Hurwich, 2018; Lo et al., 2019). Lyga and Lyga (2004) describe how these books 
benefit students incapable of visualization, reluctant readers, and visually dependent 
students (pp. 5-9). By providing English Language Learners, for example, with 
comics about familiar characters, instructors can then direct students’ focus to 
decoding narrative structure and other literary elements (Ranker, 2007, pp. 297-298). 
One of the great benefits of the comic format, as Gene Yang underscores, is that the 
reader controls the flow of time, which is not necessarily linear (TEDx Talks, 2016). 
Elsner et al. (2013) observe that comic book readers are willing to go back and 
reread panels in order to understand what is happening: “[R]eaders voluntarily are 
inclined to re-read passages for the sake of detailed comprehension” (p. 65). The 
narrative proceeds at the reader’s pace. 
 
Assessing Library Collections 
Various methods have been employed to assess library collections. One such 
method is list-checking. To perform this activity, the librarian compiles “standard lists, 
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catalogs, and bibliographies” and checks these titles against the library’s current holdings 
to evaluate the collection’s “comprehensiveness and quality” (Lunden, 1989, p. 105). 
List-checking operates under the belief that the titles on the generated list form a 
desirable core collection; that is to say, the greater the number of titles on that list present 
in the current holdings, the higher quality the collection is. Studies specifically interested 
in analyzing graphic novel collections have drawn from core lists for certain age groups 
published by various organizations and award winners to populate their checklists 
(Werthmann, 2008; Stivers, 2015; Wagner, 2018). Gavigan (2014) takes a different 
approach, relying on the Relative Use Factor, comparing the percentage of graphic novels 
in the collection in relation to the percentage of graphic novels in the total circulation 
statistics among six middles school libraries (pp. 101-103). To enhance the breadth of the 
graphic novel collection as determined by list-checking, Stivers (2015) also considers the 
ratio of graphic novels per student to assess collection depth (pp. 11-14). She combines 
list-checking and the ratio to measure the strength of middle school libraries’ graphic 
novel collections as compared to their peers in the school district.
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Research Questions 
The purpose of this research study was to investigate school librarians’ attitudes 
and collection and instruction practices concerning graphic novels to better understand 
the range of perspectives librarians provide on the relationship between graphic novels 
and the mission of the school library. (Note: At the time this study was performed, the 
world was experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to various adjustments to the 
initial research proposal. These adjustments, including making allowances for a smaller 
range of perspectives, are discussed below in the Methodology and Limitations sections.)  
This research study was focused on the following research questions: 
• How do school librarians encourage or discourage the use of graphic 
novels/comic books in their practice?  
• How do librarians view graphic novels/comic books in relation to their 
school library's mission and collection development policy?  
• What connections, if any, exist between these views and current best 
practice recommendations in literacy development theory? 
 
Key Terms 
 Contributing to the development of this research study was interest in exploring 
school librarians’ views and practices regarding the literary formats of comic books and 
graphic novels, including manga and manhwa. Table 1 contains the definitions for the
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key terms involved. For the purposes of this research study, these terms were used 
according to the definitions put forth by Allyson A. W. Lyga and Barry Lyga in Graphic 
Novels in Your Media Center: A Definitive Guide (2004), with some modification to 
account for conventional collection management practices.  
Although Lyga and Lyga define graphic novels as a specific format of a comic 
book, “graphic novel” will be used as the preferred term for “comic book” throughout 
this research study to account for common usage in practice; comic books in their various 
formats are generally described as “graphic novels” in school libraries’ catalog records 
and collections. Manga and manhwa, unless otherwise noted, will also be included within 




Key terms and definitions 
Term Definition (Lyga & Lyga, 2004) 
Comic book 
“Traditionally, a comic book was a stapled, magazinelike product that told 
a serialized story or anthologized many stories over a period of months 
and years. The term has evolved to describe any format that uses the 
combination of words and pictures to convey a story, and thus is accurate 
when applied to both the medium itself and the periodical form. As a 
result, all graphic novels are comic books, but not all comic books are 
graphic novels” (p. 162). 
Format 
 “A generic term that encompasses all the various ways in which a comic 
book story can be told and sold. Periodicals, graphic novels, and trade 
paperbacks are all comic book formats” (p. 162). 
Graphic novel 
“Used to describe the specific format of a comic book that has greater 
production values and longer narrative. Can also describe the trade 
paperback format. The graphic novel is more like a traditional novel, in 
that it is published on an independent schedule. It is longer in format 
than a periodical and typically contains a complete story unto itself. 
Graphic novels usually have higher production values than the typical 
stapled comic book; they may be squarebound, for example, with 
cardstock covers. Some may be hardcover volumes. Although a graphic 
novel usually stands on its own as a complete story, it is possible to have 
an ongoing series or limited series of graphic novels telling a single story 
or series of related stories. A typical abbreviation in the industry for 
graphic novel is “GN,” usually used as part of a title to indicate to a reader 
or browser that the title in question is not a periodical” (pp. 162-163). 
Manga 
“The Japanese word for ‘comic book.’ Outside Japan, the term has come 
to refer specifically to comic books produced in the style most associated 
with Japanese comic books. Some elements of this style include 
exaggerated facial expressions and proportions to convey emotion, focus 
on the eyes, the use of trailing lines (‘speed lines’) to evoke swift 
movement, and deliberate pacing that can make actions occur over many 
panels or pages” (p. 163). 
Manwha 
“A word that is typically used to describe comic books from China or 




 To address the research questions, a qualitative research study was devised based 
on a phenomenological approach. A two-stage mixed-methods sampling procedure was 
conducted to determine the relative strength of school libraries’ graphic novel collections 
to allow for purposive sampling. After recruitment, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with school librarians, individually by school site, and the data generated from 
these interviews was analyzed using qualitative content analysis.   
 
Sample 
 The population for this study was comprised of middle and secondary school 
librarians located within one American public school district. Located in the Eastern 
United States, this school district ranked among the 120 largest school districts 
nationwide by enrollment size in 2017 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). 
To allow representation of all the schools in the district that serve the general population 
of seventh and eighth graders, schools designated as either middle schools (grades 6-8 or 
grades 7-8) or secondary schools (grades 7-12) were included within the sampling frame.  
 A purposive sampling technique was adopted to determine the relative strength of 
these schools’ graphic novel collections and identify school librarians of interest. 
Utilization of this technique was intended to enable comparison and contrast between the 
perspectives of those with the five “strongest” and five “weakest” graphic novel 
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collections for seventh and eighth grade students in the school district. The mixed-
methods procedure described in Stivers (2015), which ultimately ranks school libraries’ 
graphic novel collections according to the ratio of graphic novels per student and list-
checking, was adapted to meet the needs of this research study (p. 13). 
 First, the ratio of graphic novels per student for each school in the sampling frame 
was determined to assess collection depth. Every school used the same online public 
access catalog (OPAC), Follett Destiny ®, and enrollment numbers were available from a 
standardized online source operated by the school district (statistics as of December of 
the 2020-2021 academic year). The number of graphic novels for students was generally 
determined by selecting the “Graphic Novels” icon under the “Topics” section on the 
school library catalog’s home page and recording the number of results that appeared.  
This number was then divided by the number of students enrolled in the school to 
compute the ratio of graphic novels per student. 
As this procedure continued, it became clear that the “Topics” feature was not 
utilized uniformly across every school library’s catalog, likely reflecting the unique needs 
of each school community. One school, for example, did not include a “Topics” section 
on the home page of the catalog. Other schools listed “Graphic Novels” and “Manga” as 
separate topics. To address the former, the number of results generated by a keyword 
search of “graphic novels” was deemed sufficient; as to the latter, the total number of 
graphic novels was calculated by either A) adding the number of “Graphic Novels” and 
“Manga” results, if the categories were concluded to be mutually exclusive, or B) 
considering only the “Graphic Novels” results, if the “Manga” titles were present in the 
“Graphic Novels” results. (Both scenarios occurred.) 
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Second, a list was generated of certain graphic novel and manga titles, the 
presence or lack of which in the school library’s OPAC could serve as a measure of 
graphic novel collection depth for the purposes of this research study. The list, comprised 
of 39 titles, featured both recent youth- and/or format-specific award winners and titles 
recommended as being among the “top 10” of the year on the YALSA website or in 
School Library Journal (See Appendix A). Some of these books have received the comic 
industry’s Eisner Awards as “Best Publication for Kids (9-12)” or “Best Publication for 
Teens (13-17)” or the Michael L. Printz award from YALSA. Others have been included 
on YALSA’s “Great Graphic Novels for Teens Top Ten” or have sat among the SLJ’s 
“Top 10 Manga” for students in middle school (grades 6-8 and up). Such markers of 
esteem signal that these books may be a worthwhile addition to a school library’s 
collection and may serve as an acquisition tool for librarians.  
The contents of the completed list were searched for in each school’s OPAC. For 
every title present in a school’s collection, a mark was made on a spreadsheet. The total 
number of titles on the checklist present in the school’s OPAC was then recorded and 
compared to those of the other schools in the sampling frame.  
Each school received a ranking for both stages of the sampling procedure. The 
school with the greatest ratio of graphic novels per student was ordered first in the 
collection depth stage. Similarly, the school with the largest number of titles on the 
checklist present in the OPAC received the ranking of 1 for collection breadth. At this 
point, each school had been given two rankings. These two rankings were averaged to 
combine the measures of collection depth and breadth. These averages were then ordered 
least to greatest to create a final ranking system of relative graphic novel collection 
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strength. The school with the lowest average, signifying an average ranking closest to 
first in both stages of sampling, equated to the “strongest” graphic novel collection. After 
determining the schools with the five “strongest” and five “weakest” collections 
according to this sampling procedure, librarians (the head or supervising librarian when 
multiple librarians were on staff) for these ten schools were contacted online with a 
recruitment letter (See Appendix B). Ultimately, five librarians representing four middle 
schools agreed to participate in the research study.  
 
Data Collection 
Semi-structured interviews served as the main method for collecting data. To 
build upon previous research on the topic, an existing interview guide was adapted to 
meet the specific needs of this study (Appendix C). As mentioned above, five librarians 
representing four middle schools (two librarians at one school site opted to complete the 
interview together) agreed to participate in the research study. Though the original design 
aimed to recruit six to ten participants, concessions for less diversity in collection 
strength represented were made when considering the reality of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(See Limitations section below). Collectively, the participants managed libraries with 
four of the five “strongest” graphic novel collections for seventh and eighth grade 
students in the district. (Relative strength of their schools’ graphic novel collections was 
not discussed with participants at any point during the study.) 
The interviews took place virtually over Zoom and generally lasted thirty to sixty 
minutes. Flexibility with the interview guide was practiced when considering 
participants’ responses and building rapport. To respect interviewees’ time, for instance, 
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questions which they had already addressed in a previous response and those less relevant 
to the research topic were either briefly recapped or skipped to keep the length of the 
interview to no longer than one hour. With each participant’s permission, a temporary 
audiovisual recording of the interview was created to aid in qualitative analysis of the 
interview transcripts.  
 
Data Analysis 
 Transcripts from the four interviews conducted provided the data for qualitative 
content analysis. These transcripts were generated using the Zoom audio transcription 
feature. For parts in which the content of the transcript was deemed undecipherable, 
either containing a nonsensical series of words or, in the case of School C, being unable 
to identify the speaker (the two participants interviewed shared one device), an audio 
recording of the interview was listened to in order to accurately represent the 
participants’ responses in the findings.  
 To conduct the content analysis, the researcher began by reading an electronic 
version of an interview transcript in its entirety. The research questions guiding this study 
were also reviewed to identify categories of interest. Then, the researcher reread the 
transcript and manually coded responses. (While generally more than one coder is 
preferred in qualitative analysis studies to increase reliability, only the one researcher 
interacted with the data to comply with the requirements for the master’s paper.) After 
each of the four interview transcripts had been coded, the researcher grouped responses 
into themes to present in the Findings section of this paper.
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Findings 
 The original study design sought to capture a broad range of perspectives within a 
single school district to address the research questions. In order to do so, it was 
imperative to identify school libraries serving seventh and eighth grade students with the 
five “strongest” and five “weakest” graphic novel collections as compared to their peers. 
A two-dimensional purposive quantitative sampling procedure was conducted to obtain 
the ratio of graphic novels per student and the number of items on the study-specific 
checklist held. Table 2 shares the holdings statistics for the ten schools from which 
librarians were recruited to participate. Each of the “Top 5” school libraries held greater  
Table 2 













A 1070 1383 1.293 17 5 4 Top 5 
B 797 1553 1.949 13 2 10 Top 5 
C 1216 2630 2.163 12 1 13 Top 5 
D 1130 1192 1.055 16 10 5 Top 5 
E 1329 1347 1.014 20 13 2 Top 5 
V 981 905 0.923 9 15 20 Bottom 5 
W 1532 1252 0.817 11 19 16 Bottom 5 
X 1124 1017 0.905 9 16 20 Bottom 5 
Y 934 817 0.875 9 17 20 Bottom 5 
Z 1081 580 0.537 8 25 25 Bottom 5 
than one graphic novel per student in their collection; each of the “Bottom 5” held less 
than one graphic novel per student. At least twelve of the titles included on the checklist
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 were owned by each member of the “Top 5”, whereas each of the “Bottom 5” owned 
eleven titles or less on the checklist. Librarians from Schools A, B, C, and E agreed to 
participate in the research study (five librarians total, two from School C). Henceforth, 
the participants will be referred to as MS1, MS2, MS3A, MS3B, and MS4, respectively. 
 The beginning of the interview was designed to provide the context for 
understanding and interpreting responses to succeeding questions. Question 1 asked the 
participants to describe the mission of their school library and invited them to share the 
formal mission statement, if one was available (Figure 1). Librarians at all four schools  
Figure 1 
Responses to Q1: Describing the mission of the school library 




MS2: "I would say any librarian's mission 
should be what's best for the students, 
so...how can we make students into lifelong 
readers and learners."
MS3B: "We tell the kids...this is your 
space...we are here for you, and the things 
in here are for you."
MS3A: "To create a twenty-first century 
environment that empowers students..."
MS4 identified three areas of focus:
-"Students learn to be lifelong lovers of 
reading"
-"Information literacy"
-"Social/emotional piece...making [the 
library] a welcoming place where all 
students feel welcomed and valued"
How would you describe the mission of your 
school’s library? If you have a formal mission 
statement available, please do share.
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described serving students as part of their mission. MS1 provided the following definition 
for “resource teachers”: “helping teachers and students get in touch with accurate and 
reliable, up-to-date, appropriate developmentally and culturally appropriate materials for 
research, for supporting and extending the curriculum, and…also for independent 
reading.” MS1 also identified collaborating with teachers and management of the library 
program and space as central to the mission. Question 2 meant to acknowledge the 
impact of the COVID-19 public health situation on the operations of the school library 
and provide participants with an opportunity to discuss how their services have had to 
evolve over the course of the past year. 
Questions 3-9 covered, in general, the topics of collection management, 
instruction, and programming to promote reading materials (Q3-Q6: collection 
management; Q7-Q8: instruction; Q9: reading materials programming). None of these 
questions specifically referenced graphic novels or related materials. Instead, they 
sought to elicit preferences, experiences, and titles of importance to the school librarians 
within the aforementioned areas of librarianship. Questions 3-9 were left open-ended, so 
that participants might bring up the topic of graphic novels on their own if deemed 
relevant to the inquiry. Table 3 shares instances during which participants mentioned 
graphic novels or related materials in the course of their response to these questions. The 
majority of the school librarians participating identified graphic novels (or manga and 
comic books) as some of the most popular items in their collections. MS2 connected the 
format’s popularity with struggling readers, special needs students, and English Language 
Learners (ELL/ESOL) in particular. MS4 described the reading habits of certain students, 
which was largely graphic novel-oriented.  
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Table 3 
Mentions of graphic novels and related materials in response to Q3-Q9 
Response 
Collection Management/Circulation 
"The most popular books are graphic novels and, then, the books that I chose for my book 
clubs." -MS2 
“Graphic novels, even [Diary of a Wimpy Kid] and Big Nate....[In] my population, we have a lot 
of students reading at or below grade level..., so books that are familiar and approachable and 
also written below grade level are still quite popular." -MS2 
"We have a huge manga and comic book collection here...and they've always been popular at 
our school." -MS3A 
“I did have a couple of kids who...went to my graphic novel section, and they just said, 'Okay, I 
want you to know this week I want the first ten books of this one series....Next week I want the 
next ten books.' They just went through entire series that way." -MS4 
 
Reading Habits of Specially Identified Groups Who Come to Library as a Class 
"Special needs students gravitate towards the picture books and the comic books." -MS2  
"I try and encourage my stronger [ESOL] readers or those who are needing a little bit of a push 
in developing their English to go to quick reads or graphic novels or even some nonfiction 
books." -MS2 
 
Question 10 requested that participants share some of the most popular graphic 
novels/manga/comic books/etc. in their collections, which all included physical and 
electronic versions of these items (size and popularity of electronic collection varied).  
Figure 2 captures the majority of books and series mentioned. In addition to specific book 
and series titles and authors, participants shared certain types of graphic novels that held 
mass appeal (realistic fiction done in graphic format, graphic novel adaptations of already 
popular works, and manga series with a TV adaptation). At times, participants referred to 
manga as a special category within the umbrella of graphic novels. Figure 2 reflects this 





A selection of graphic novels and related materials noted as popular 
 
 In their responses to Questions 10-16, participants shared perceptions of reading 
graphic novels and described usage of this format. Perceptions of graphic novels and 
applications for use mentioned have been collected into Table 4. Collectively, themes 
include reader engagement and literacy development. MS2, MS3A, and MS4 noted the 
potential for graphic novels and manga to act as a scaffold to reading novels and chapter 






•DC Comics (Superman, Wonder Woman: 
War Bringer)
•Diary of a Wimpy Kid
•Garfield
•The Giver




•Books by authors: Hope Larson, Raina 
Telgemeier, Gene Luen Yang
•Realistic fiction done in graphic format
















•Series with a TV adaptation
 22 
to capture readers’ interest. 
Table 4 
Perceptions of graphic novels and applications for use in response to Q10-Q16 
Participant Perceptions of Graphic Novels and Applications for Use 
MS1 On use by special education students: "If a graphic novel is something that 
they will pick up and engage with, then...that's what we get to give them." 
  "Because [graphic novels are] visual and they're designed to grab attention, 
they're great for…seasonal displays like Black History Month or Hispanic 
[Heritage] Month, [and] Indigenous Peoples' Day." 
  "[Graphic novels bring] in another segment of readers who might not 
otherwise be engaged with that section. There are some students…who only 
read graphic novels, and that's fine, too. We want to reach them just the 
same as everybody else." 
MS2 "[Students] have the reading stamina by reading these graphic novels. They 
have the picture in their mind already because they've read the graphic 
novel, and so that helps them follow the storyline when they're reading this 
chapter book. I have zero problem with students who read graphic novels." 
  "Not all graphic novels have to be about...younger image topics. It's nice to 
have a variety, so that your kids who are emotionally mature but reading 
below grade level can at least still find a story that they connect with." 
  "They're so much more sophisticated now, and they have...storylines…that 
show the breadth of the human experience." 
MS3A On explaining the benefits of graphic novels to parents: "Manga can be this 
amazing way to bridge the kids to novels and more chapter books. We also 
try to explain to them what goes into reading a graphic novel or a manga 
volume because not only is the student processing the text, but they're also 
processing what the images are trying to say." 
MS4 "I do remind some of the teachers that the language in the graphic novel is 
often written at a higher level than what those teachers are thinking and 
that the pictures are helping the kids understand that higher level language. 
It's good to understand that." 
  "I also have had some kids who are hesitant readers, but they will read a 
graphic novel. After giving them that freedom, they have been then okay 
with us, suggesting to them, 'Okay, have you thought about this book 
instead?' So it's allowing us to build that relationship with the students, that 
we will allow them to read anything, but yet, 'Hey, we have some other great 
ideas...'" 
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 Question 17 asked participants to recall observations of any negative outcomes of 
graphic novels. Table 5 includes their reflections. Points of tension have been observed 
among teachers, parents, and the librarian most often when students are reading graphic 
novels exclusively. This tension stems from the desire for students to expand their choice 
of reading material. 
Table 5 
Observed negative outcomes of graphic novels 
Participant Response 
MS1 
"No, I can't say that I have….Occasionally, English teachers will say,'...I want 
him to read something else [other than reading this series constantly]. Can 
you help him out to find something he's going to enjoy reading?' and that's 
fine. But that's not really a negative. It's just sometimes students get stuck in 
their comfort zone, and it's our job to push them out of it every once in a 
while." 
MS2 
"The only negative outcome I have observed is students who struggle with 
reading, who exclusively read manga--they get confused when they pick up a 
standard book, and they don't know which direction to read it." 
MS3A "Reading in class…. The teachers will return a couple [manga volumes]." 
MS3B 
"It's either on the teacher’s side or the parent who [says], 'This is all I ever 
see my kid reading and I want them to read…' what they feel is more 
appropriate or more on their kid's grade level or challenging." 
MS4 
"Well, sometimes I get frustrated with my one student who only reads that, 
and if you're in the honors classes, you should be reading one of these 
novels. I'm not going to stop her, but might [suggest], 'Hey, have you thought 
of A Curse So Dark and Lonely?'.... Sometimes I will say, 'Hey, you know your 
teacher really wants you to read something other than a graphic novel. Are 
you interested in trying this [Playaway]?'" 
 The interview questions concluded with Question 18, which asked participants to 
how school librarianship might evolve in the next few years.  Topics discussed included 
transitioning back into in-person services, a growing emphasis on online and virtual 
materials and services, and the library as a collaborative space. 
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Discussion 
The Mission of School Libraries and School Librarians 
 All participants connected the mission of their school library to the students. 
Major themes in the responses included instilling a habit or even love of reading within 
students and developing their information literacy skills. Most of the responses included 
emotional language and focused on developing relationships with the students. MS3B, 
for example, emphasized telling the students, “We are here for you,” and MS4 strove to 
ensure that all students “feel welcomed and valued” in the library.  
 The mission of the school library may also be interpreted to extend beyond 
serving students. For instance, MS1 underscored school librarians’ role as “instructional 
partners” with teachers to teach information literacy to students and included teachers as 
patrons within librarians’ role as “resource teachers”. Collaboration with teachers, thus, 
appears to be important to be able to meet the mission of the school library. 
 
Graphic Novels and the School Library 
 Each of the school libraries managed by the participants held a sizable graphic 
novel collection and items in this format were considered popular reading material among 
students. Not only did these school libraries had enough graphic novels to provide at least 
one to every student (at least two in the case of School C), but they also promoted graphic 
novels through book displays and presentations of samples of different genres in the
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collection for students to explore. Reading graphic novels or manga was regarded as a 
legitimate form of reading and this belief communicated to the students that the school 
library was there for them. 
 Participants noted various benefits of graphic novels including reader 
engagement. Within the broad audience to which graphic novels appeal, participants 
identified reluctant or struggling readers, special education students, and English 
Language Learners as groups of learners who especially gravitated towards these items. 
MS1 affirmed, "If a graphic novel is something that [special education students] will pick 
up and engage with, then...that's what we get to give them." Prioritizing connecting 
students with books that they want to read, MS1 demonstrated a strong orientation 
towards meeting the needs of the students. MS2 explained the allure of the format: “[In] 
my population, we have a lot of students reading at or below grade level..., so books that 
are familiar and approachable and also written below grade level are still quite popular." 
The familiar content of graphic novels makes the act of reading less intimidating and aids 
in reading comprehension.  
 Graphic novels were also marketed as tools for literacy development. MS3A, for 
instance, strove to communicate the decoding skills required to read graphic novels and 
manga to parents:  
Manga can be this amazing way to bridge the kids to novels and more chapter 
books. We also try to explain to [the parents] what goes into reading a graphic 
novel or a manga volume because not only is the student processing the text, but 
they're also processing what the images are trying to say. 
MS3A presented manga as a scaffold to support successful reading of chapter books and 
novels, emphasizing the opportunities reading graphic novels provides to practice visual 
literacy skills. In comparing facial expressions to the dialogue, students can pick up the 
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subtleties of the situation when characters say something not meant to be taken literally. 
MS4 drew similar themes to this argument in discussions with teachers, affirming, "The 
language in the graphic novel is often written at a higher level than what those teachers 
are thinking and…the pictures are helping the kids understand that higher level 
language.” The context that the illustrations provide make higher level vocabulary more 
accessible to students. Moreover, the format’s requirement for readers to analyze the 
relationship between text and pictures promotes the development of critical thinking 
skills, an important component of research.  
 Observed negative outcomes of reading graphic novels largely centered on the 
exclusive reading of graphic novels by students. MS2 noticed that students who only read 
manga became confused about the direction to read a “standard” book. Dissatisfaction or 
frustration with such reading habits was noted to have been expressed by teachers and 
parents and, on one occasion, by the librarian, citing a desire for the students to try 
reading something else or to read something “more appropriate” or “challenging”. This 
reading behavior of students was not regarded as a negative outcome per se by MS1 as 
MS1 explained: “It's just sometimes students get stuck in their comfort zone, and it's our 
job to push them out of it every once in a while.” None of the librarians sought to 
discourage reading, but opinions varied on the diversity of material that should be read, 
which ties into the learning piece mentioned as part of the school library’s mission. While 
graphic novels may provide certain students with access to certain content, they are but a 
fraction of the resources available in the school library. The greater the variety in 




Flexibility was practiced with regards to the original research study design. 
Though this study intended to compare perceptions and usage of graphic novels between 
school librarians with the strongest and weakest graphic novel collections relative to their 
peers, lack of participation rendered this exploration unfeasible. The nonresponse may 
have been due to lack of time, among lack of interest and other reasons. This study was 
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Considering that during the recruitment and 
interview period, school librarians were adjusting to a change in instructional mode (from 
virtual to hybrid/in-person learning), five participants representing four of the five 
schools with the “strongest” graphic novel collections was deemed sufficient to meet the 
requirements of the master’s paper. 
Additionally, relative collection strength is a semi-subjective measure. The 
checklist of titles for this study was compiled from recent award winners and recent “Top 
of the Year” recommendation lists from professional publications, the presence of which 
in a school’s graphic novel collection suggests regular activity in its development. As 
schools serving seventh and eighth grade students were identified as of interest to this 
study, titles included on the list were primarily marketed towards a middle school or teen 
audience. Considering that participants mentioned titles and series marketed towards 
elementary students as popular items, the list-checking stage of the sampling procedure 
may not have properly accounted for strength in “younger” interest/reading level 
holdings. Each school library’s collection should reflect the needs of its community. A 
community-based collection analysis was beyond the scope of this study, but future 
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checklists in this area of research may benefit from including both elementary and 
middle/teen titles to measure collection strength.
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Conclusion and Suggestions for Future Research 
 In conclusion, these five middle school librarians with strong graphic novel 
collections utilized graphic novels as resources to address the mission of their school 
library. These materials were seen as meeting the needs of their student population and 
encourage students’ development as readers. On par with the current research on graphic 
novels and related materials in the library science and education fields, participants 
viewed the graphic novel as both reading material in and of itself but also as a scaffold to 
reading other formats. References to accessibility of graphic novels and the skills which 
reading a graphic novel requires were made to assert the legitimacy of the format to 
teachers and parents, when such audiences were open to conversation. Participants 
recounted frustration by primarily teachers and parents related to students’ exclusive 
reading of graphic novels, arising from a desire for students to engage with a greater 
diversity of reading material. Ultimately, the heart of the discussion was librarian support 
of students reading and connecting to books. 
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
This research study relied on qualitative analysis of four transcripts of interviews 
with librarians, serving four middle schools in one American public school district. To 
continue to explore the perceptions, collection management, and practice of librarians 
with regards to graphic novels, it would be beneficial to obtain data from more school 
 30 
libraries and librarians. Graphic novel collections and usage in school libraries could be 
explored based on the schools’ setting (urban/suburban/rural), student body 
demographics, and school type (private/public/magnet) among other factors to draw 
correlations. School librarians were the only population represented in this study. It may 
be beneficial to collect data from students’ themselves, as the primary patrons of their 
school library, teachers, parents, and other stakeholders in the school library.  
Additional analysis on graphic novels in school libraries could be conducted 
through content analysis of school libraries’ online public access catalogs, websites 
(marketing and holdings), collection development policies as well as observation of the 
physical collection and school librarian activities and interactions occurring in the library 
space. As manga was referenced throughout the study, research studies dedicated to this 
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Appendix A. List of Graphic Novel Titles Utilized in Sampling 
Procedure 
Each title on the following list met at least one of the following criteria: 1) Recent 
award-winner (Eisner award and/or a national professional library organization award); 
and/or 2) Has been featured on a recent year’s “top 10” recommendation list (graphic 
novel- or manga-oriented) by a national professional library organization/publication. 
TITLE AUTHOR/ILLUSTRATOR 
Almost American Girl Robin Ha 
Become You Ichigo Takano 
Blank Canvas: My So-Called Artist’s Journey Akiko Higashimura 
Bloom 
Kevin Panetta (auth.), 
Savanna Ganucheau (illus.) 
Blue Flag Kaito 
Cosmoknights: Book One Hannah Templar 
The Divided Earth Faith Erin Hicks 
Fights: One Boy’s Triumph Over Violence Joel Christian Gill 
Ghosts Raina Telgemeier 
Go with the Flow 
Karen Schneeman (auth.), 
Lily Williams (illus.) 
Guantánamo Voices: True Accounts from the 
World’s Most Infamous Prison 
Sarah Mirk (editor), 
Various (illus.) 
Guts Raina Telgemeier 
I Was Their American Dream: A Graphic 
Memoir 
Malaka Gharib 
Kakuriyo: Bed and Breakfast for Spirits 
Midori Yuma (auth.), 
Waco Ioka (adapter/illus.) 
Kiss Number 8 
Colleen AF Venerable (auth.), 
Ellen T. Crenshaw (illus.) 
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TITLE (cont.) AUTHOR/ILLUSTRATOR (cont.) 
Komi Can't Communicate Tomohito Oda 
Laura Dean Keeps Breaking Up with Me 
Mariko Tamaki (auth.), 
Rosemary Valero-O'Connell (illus.) 
The Life of Frederick Douglass: A 
Graphic Narrative of a Slave's Journey 
from Bondage to Freedom 
David F. Walker (auth.),  
Damon Smyth (illus.),  
Marissa Louise (illus.) 
The Low, Low Woods 
Carmen Maria Machado (auth.), 
Dani (illus.) 
Lowriders 
Cathy Camper (auth.),  
Raúl Gonzalez (illus.) 
The Magic Fish Trung Le Nguyen 
Magus of the Library Mitsu Izumi 
March 
John Lewis (auth.),  
Andrew Aydin (auth.), 
Nate Powell (illus.) 
Monstress 
Marjorie Liu (auth.), 
Sana Takeda (illus.) 
Our Dreams at Dusk Yuhki Kamatami 
Over the Garden Wall 
Jim Campbell (auth.),  
Amalia Levari (auth.), 
Pat McHale (creator), Cara McGee (illus.) 
The Prince and the Dressmaker Jen Wang 
Pumpkinheads Rainbow Rowell 
Rose of Versailles Riyoko Ikeda 
Simon & Louise Max de Radiguès 
Snapdragon Kat Leyh 
Superman Smashes the Klan Gene Luen Yang (auth.), Gurihiru (illus.) 
SuperMutant Magic Academy Jillian Tamaki 
The Tea Dragon Society Katie O'Neill 
They Called Us Enemy 
George Takei (auth.),  
Justin Eisinger (auth.), 
Harmony Becker (illus.) 
The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl 
Ryan North (auth.), 
Erica Henderson (illus.) 
Witch Hat Atelier Kamome Shirahama 
With a Dog and a Cat, Every Day Is Fun Hidekichi Matsumoto 
Wonder Twins 
Mark Russell (auth.), 
Stephen Byrne (illus.) 
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Appendix B. Recruitment Letter 
Dear [insert name here],   
My name is Olivia Jameson and I am a current Library Science student at UNC-
Chapel Hill. I am writing to ask whether you would be interested in being interviewed for 
my master’s thesis research study. My study explores how middle school librarians 
interpret their library’s mission through collection development and general practice. I 
would like to speak with librarians who have been in their current position for at least 2 
years.   
If you meet the above criteria and are willing to participate, the interview will last 
about 45 minutes. It will take place over Zoom between [start date] and [end date] at a 
mutually agreed-upon time. Topics include how your library serves the school and factors 
that influence collection development and instruction.   
Participants will receive an e-gift card.   
Please email me for a copy of the research information sheet. You may direct 
questions to either me or my Faculty Advisor, Dr. Hughes-Hassell 
(smhughes@email.unc.edu).   
Thank you!  
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Appendix C. Interview Guide 
1. How would you describe the mission of your school’s library? If you have a 
formal mission statement available, please do share.  
2. I recognize that the coronavirus pandemic has drastically affected schools. How 
have you and your school library had to adapt to these changes?  
3. To focus on collection development and management for a bit, what are the most 
popular items in your collection?  
4. Are there any items that you wish you could purchase more of? Why would they 
be valuable additions to your collection?  
5. Conversely, are there any items that you felt you had to purchase, whether or not 
it was a priority? What were the reasons for those purchases?  
6. Have you ever gotten any complaints about items in your collection? For what 
types of items? What were the complaints?  
7. Introduce the topic of collaboration with teachers. If collaboration is happening 
at the school/library: What are some of your recent collaborations? 
• What was the subject area? 
• Did you use any items in the collection during the collaboration? 
8. Find out whether any ‘special’ groups come into the library as a class.  
• Special Needs  
• English Language Learners 
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• Remedial English classes  
• Struggling readers  
• AIG [Academically or Intellectually Gifted] students  
9. What are some of the programming initiatives that you do, e.g., book talks, book 
clubs, reader’s advisory materials, and what are some materials that you’ve 
recently promoted?  
10. I’m specifically interested in your collection of graphic novels and how you see 
students using these books. What are some of your most popular graphic novels? 
Are these physical and/or electronic books?  
11. Have you observed that graphic novels appear to be particularly appealing to any 
specific students or group of students? Which groups of students? Why do you 
think they appeal to that group of students?  
12. Are there any teachers that have requested that you gather/pull graphic novels for 
use in their classroom units? For what types of units?  
13. Have you used graphic novels in any library programming?  
• Expand if necessary: In teacher collaborations? In library promotions? 
• In what ways have you used them? 
14. Do you remember reading about any of the advantages of graphic novels?   
• Probe for specific benefits. If necessary, offer only one example, 
specifically: For example, with struggling readers? 
15. Why do you think graphic novels are such a good fit for [any group the librarian 
has mentioned]?  
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16. Is there anything else you’d like to share about any advantages or benefits you’ve 
seen as a result of students reading graphic novels? Either from your own 
observations or experiences or from seeing any articles in professional journals or 
magazines?  
17. Have you observed any negative outcomes from graphic novels in your library?  
18. Finally, how do you see the role of school libraries and librarians evolving in the 










Interview guide taken and adapted from Appendix C in Stivers, J. (2015). The graphic 
novel gap: Collection strength and school librarian understandings of graphic novel 
benefits [Unpublished master’s thesis]. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
